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The key questions to be addressed in this review of National Innovation System in 
Australia are: 
• What emerging global developments will the Australian innovation system need to 
respond to over the next ten years and beyond? 
 
• What assumptions underpinning current policy programmes are of diminishing 
importance and are being overtaken by changes in our operating environment? 
 
• What sort of outcomes do we want to secure for Australia over the next ten years 
and beyond. What do we need to be doing now? 
 
Australia in 2020 Connectivity and Collaboration  
 
I begin with my desired future for Australia and then make suggestions for steps that 
need to be taken to assist us to get there. I will briefly suggest what the research indicates 
that Australian innovation system is currently good at and need to maintain, what we 
need to maintain and improve, some ways of working that have potential and what we 
need to challenge ourselves with to achieve our desired future. 
 
From a ten year perspective, Australia in 2020 will ideally be a country and society that 
will be have local habitable spaces where people live and work, that are designed for 
local conditions with low fossil fuel energy use and supported by sustainable 
technologies and practices. Its citizens, communities and workplaces will be connected 
locally and globally with other nations. 
 
Companies, public and not for profit organisations, researchers, scientists, professionals 
and citizens will be collaborating locally and internationally to address national and 
international issues and act to improve the life chances and life experiences of all.  
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Principally as Australian citizens we will have benefited from infrastructure which 
enables connectivity and communication through electronic means but also the possibility 
of fast efficient public travel within our country and surrounds. Collaboration with others 
at home, in the workplace and across workplaces will also be encouraged and enhanced. 
Our indigenous people who had health and sickness indicators expected of poor 
developing countries have now achieved similar health statistics. 
 
As a nation we will be focused on a number of issues such as: 
• How can we best live and work to ensure a sustainable community and 
sustainable industries into the future?  
• What can we learn from our own experience, and that of comparable nations, in 
framing and supporting innovation to achieve our desired ends? 
 
In the first decade of the twenty-first century, our successes to a large extent reflect 
outcomes from extensive public sector investment in agricultural research development 
and extension, individual initiative and enterprise, a dogged determination to solve 
problems of the landscape, some coordinating or collaborations where individual shared 
goals form a larger body which advocates on their behalf, a strong education system, a 
good health system, an abundance of fossil fuels, and a regular influx of energetic 
migrants with new ideas, new ways of working and fresh minds, who valued education 
and were committed to making a new life in their ‘new’ country. The exception is our 
indigenous people who have health and sickness indicators expected of poor developing 
countries. 
 
Potential Barriers Arising from Success 
 
In the early years of this century, many Australians had a fortunate life. Our standard of 
living was high, our living conditions very comfortable, our government infrastructure 
was reasonable and better than many other countries. The exception was our indigenous 
people who had health and sickness indicators expected of poor developing countries. We 
had access to resources and health systems which contribute to happy and prosperous 
lives. Many of the benefits we enjoy are related to past investments and successes from 
our national innovation system.  We benefit from past public sector investment in 
research and development which has led to successful agricultural programs. 
 
Our nation has not suffered from overwhelming population pressures or local wars, 
invasions or major destructive forces.  We have invested in programs to understand and 
benefit from climatic conditions and environment.  
 
More recently Australia has benefited from a resources boom. While reaping these  
benefits Australia may also have become locked into an industrial paradigm of 
exploitation of existing resources and have overlooked or ignored other energy 
possibilities, and with a few exceptions, have had a ‘head in the sand’ approach to other 
alternatives. 
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What are we doing well? 
 
Australia’s research performance reflects in part its historical research investments in its 
natural resources and its problem solving approach to the challenges of survival in 
variable habitats. 
 
“Over the past twenty years, Australia has maintained a level of technological 
specialisation similar to that of its scientific research publications. The revealed 
technological advantage has changed little with the highest level of specialisation in the 
field of agriculture - five times that of the world in the period 1994–2001 and increasing 
over the past 20 years. Australia also has increased its specialisation in primary metals, 
mining, oil and gas, medical technology and biotechnology, and has developed strengths 
in few ‘high tech’ areas (Figure 1). Australia has broadened research and commercial 
strengths in the bio-medical field.”(DEST 2005) 
 
 
Figure 1  Australia’s Revealed Technological Advantage 
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Australia has world leading expertise in the finance sector, mining services, and health 
and medical devices.  The linking processes between higher education students and  
industry, and broader education programs with industry deliver benefits for both and 
bring current expertise to work on industry problems. 
 
What do we need to keep doing? 
 
Australia has a relatively high proportion of the working age population with tertiary 
qualifications (25%) placing it among the top tier of OECD countries in this aspect of 
performance.  However, a significant proportion (at least a quarter) of those with such 
qualifications have migrated to Australia, either with such qualifications or after attaining 
those qualifications in Australia (Scott-Kemmis & Matthews, 2008).  We need to 
continue to: 
 
• Ensure that more highly skilled migrants are attracted to live and work in 
Australia and maintain standards of living which make living and settling in 
Australia an achievable and rewarding process, socially, financially, culturally 
and environmentally.   
 
• Maintain the possibilities for ongoing productive relationship focused on the 
needs of industry – a good example is the CRC program. Rich interaction, 
collaboration and positive outcomes from research undertaken by CRC’s. One 
example is the CRC for Construction Innovation where case studies of innovation 
developed by this program demonstrate alignment of industry and research 
training organizations, new practices, new use of products and client led 
innovation.  
 
• Encourage interactive processes of business and higher education 
 
• Bring the importance of innovation to the citizens through the media, popular 
shows such as the New Inventors, Innovation Festivals, Innovation /awards. The 
benefits are multiple. They provide a showcase of ideas, provide models of 
expected behaviour, and provide opportunities to link up with like minded or 
complementary resources. 
 
• Encourage businesses to innovate and reward and recognize their work, 
performance and  
• Contribution:  Innovation Awards, Export awards, Environmental Protection 
Agency Awards 
 
• Provide assistance with access to international markets through programs such as 
Austrade has led to new possibilities for Australian firms.    
 
• Develop and deliver programs to assist firms to commercialise their products and 
services, such as Techfast and Ideas2 Market receive praise from Australian firms 
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who have received assistance. Firms which move from small production lines, 
scaling up to bigger demands benefit from learning from the expertise and 
experience of others. 
 
We need entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs who develop new ideas and take them to market 
within public sector as well as private sector organisations (Menzel, 2007; Mathews, 
2008A) and always encourage the development of new ideas and new ways of working. 
 
What do we need to do to maintain, improve and encourage innovation 
in Australia? 
 
• Continued Development and Attraction of Talent 
 
Improve national literacy levels, aim to achieve better school retention rates that more 
comparable with better OECD countries, more enrolments in engineering, science and 
technology and creative pursuits.  
Develop our human capital and improve education and training for all Australians. Move 
towards a Knowledge Economy approach similar to that of Finland and Singapore 
 
 
• Life Long Education and Industry Experience 
Extend programs which encourage lifelong learning with multiple entry points and 
assisted finances for citizens to engage in learning in multiple areas; Encourage and 
reward programs of interrelatedness between educational institutions and industry at all 
levels of education and across communities. 
 
• National Leadership of the value of innovation, entrepreneurship, social and 
commercial enterprise 
Articulation by all levels of government of the importance of Innovation, Research, 
Development and Commercialisation and encourage pure and applied research, design 
and development. 
 
• Encourage reporting by firms on their innovation performance 
Celebrate successes at the individual, organizational and industry level, and encourage 
better linkages with international scene 
 
• Provide Enabling Infrastructure  
Better connectivity through well developed IT infrastructure and Broadband 
 
• Focus on issues of sustainability 
 
Celebrate wins in all areas and encourage more innovation in areas of sustainability, 
creative development of sources of renewable energy and eco-innovation.  Khoo’s (2007) 
study reports on “Australian Innovation: Towards a Sustainable Future” reports on some 
interesting initiatives and case studies by individuals, organisations, communities which 
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need to be better known and discussed to increase public knowledge and understanding 
of new initiatives that they can participate in or benefit from (Matthews, 2008A). 
 
Australian society needs to value and respect indigenous knowledge and their 
understanding of local conditions and respect for their land, working with indigenous 
people to develop enterprises and solutions.  
 
What factors influence our performance? 
 
Innovation Skills are required at all levels of workplace training and education. 
Creativity in the innovation economy is centred on people as the source of innovation and 
value, where technological development provides tools which extends natural talent 
(PMSEIC, 2005). Fostering a culture of Australian innovation and needs to include 
policies that recognise the central role of creativity and the creative industries within a 
rapidly changing environment, the need to undertake measures to promote broader cross-
disciplinary and cross-sectoral teaching and research; and a Creative Innovation Fund to 
promote new competitive programs and support initiatives for commercial innovation and 
collaboration between humanities, arts and social sciences and the science engineering 
and technology sectors (PMSEIC, 2005). 
A shortage of the number of Australians with sufficient entrepreneurial skills and 
experience in management, marketing and business development, especially in high-
growth start-ups was identified in the mapping of Australia’s creative capital in science 
and technology Mapping Australia Project (DEST 2003).  Further more the research 
suggested the lack of availability of innovation skills and cultural attitudes towards 
innovation were found to limit Australia’s ability to maximize innovation potential. 
The Mapping Project (DEST 2003) noted that while the need for cross-
disciplinary courses in higher education has been recognized, few courses offer integrated 
development of innovation skills. In addition there are persistent areas of weakness in 
Australia’s innovation culture around attitudes to entrepreneurship, risk aversion and 
learning from failure. 
 
What are some successful ways of working? 
 
• Lead from the front: Clear vision and goals for nation to ensure new ways of 
working 
• Engage the populace, with consultation practices similar to 2020 Summit.  
• Encourage the energy and voice of the many, include the young and their interests 
– many of the industries vital to 2020 are not yet developed 
 
A recent review of the size and patterns of innovation in Asian countries suggests that 
other countries should not develop innovation policy that is imitative. Some of the 
suggestions are relevant for Australian innovation policy. 
 
“First (innovation policy) must show how science based innovation can 
strengthen an economy now largely based on services, software and 
culture. Second it must promote excellence in science alongside everyday 
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forms of mass innovation. Third it should promote (this country) as a 
cosmopolitan centre open to innovative talent from all over the world. 
Fourth, it must emphasise the importance of innovation for social and 
public goals (Leadbeater & Wilsdon 2007: 50). 
 
Sources of innovation 
 
Looking back from 2020 we can see that the drivers and sources of innovation in the last 
decade or so have been very different to previous patterns. 
 
The drivers of innovation have been technological changes, faster globalisation of 
markets, increased numbers and density of populations, extreme usage and depletion of 
natural resources and need for substitutes, and global warming. New technologies and 
new customer demands are creating new possibilities. 
  
Many of the sources of new ideas, have come from the ‘Powerhouses of the East’ 
Anyone who had visited China or India in the last few years, and anyone who looked at 
the statistics of production and development was in no doubt that these countries are 
potent developers of new science, new technology and enormous numbers of highly 
educated human capital. 
 
Research by the Demos Institute (2007) articulates a number of possible futures. Their 
recommendations for how one region, Europe, should prepare for global innovation 
networks fall under five main headings: 
 
• “Unleash mass collaboration 
• Be a magnet for talent 
• Build the knowledge banks the new geography of science and innovation 
• Lead global science towards global goals 
• Get our story straight” 
Their research data, and its interpretations contains recommendations of relevance to 
Australia. 
 
Conclusions 
 
To some extent the notion of an Australian National Innovation System is a misnomer. A 
more accurate picture would suggest that there are a number of sectoral innovation 
systems (Scott-Kemmis et al. 2005), most of which have strong international ties.   
Regardless, the issues discussed here have been: what are some ways to stimulate firms 
and industries to innovate, to have the required talented diverse employees and 
entrepreneurs to innovate, and to have the regulatory structure and the infrastructure to 
support such initiatives?  
is a relatively small country with a small number of large companies, which are the 
common source of major R&D funds and projects in most countries. Past investment in 
public sector funding in areas like agriculture have paid large dividends to the nation. 
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Ongoing state and federal public sector investment and funding of research, and 
procurement of innovative products and goods, perhaps similar to the US Small Business 
Program, to stimulate demand and actually be a demanding customer are important 
factors in developing our nation’s innovation potential and capabilities (Collins Class 
Submarine story). 
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